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H i k i n g  
t o
LO C AL ANTIQUITY
W e  were already well into Sunday afternoon when 
Señor Jorge Sepet, Dona Vicentas husband, asked me if I would 
like to take a walk to see a Mayan antiquity. It took a minute for 
that question, in Spanish, to clear through the cumbersome 
language filters in my brain. When I realized that I recognized 
what he was asking, well, that was its own mountain right there. 
Speaking another language is tricky enough —  being able to 
recognize what is being said TO one —  Ahhh, that is a glowing 
moment.
So I grinned and said “Si! Cool! Yeah!”
And then I grabbed my backpack, dumped into it a bottle of 
water, my camera, found my hat, and we were off.
There was a tiny moment when all the little kids who were 
hanging about looked up at their dad/grandpa. Could they come 
with?
It took less than 10 seconds to sort out. Four of the kids are over 
four years old. Luis Alexander, Linda Patricia, Viqui, and Evalina 
could come. Little Maria, who cant be much over 3, if that, had 
to stay home. She cried a little, but not much.
The hike would take two hours and was not easy. No child 
(Patricia, at 8, is the oldest I think) ever whined or asked to be 
carried. It was a subtle but effective bit of child-raising. You 
don’t get treats such as candy or toys for mature behavior because 
there’s no money for non-essentials. What you get, as you mature
into independent behavior, are privileges. And even the privileges 
will require gumption, such as climbing up and down a
m o u n t a i n  f o r  s e v e r a l  h o u r s .  B u t  y o u  w o n ' t  t h i n k  o f  i t  a s  w o r k
because you are with your siblings and cousins who are your best 
friends, and with your grandpa, and the sun is shining, and that 
nice big gringa is a hoot. Who knows what might happen on 
such an afternoon?
We walked the path that skirts the 
milpa behind the house. Xetonox, 
indeed most of rural Maya Guatemala, 
seems to be knit together by little 
footpaths. Soon the family footpath 
connected into a wider path of packed 
earth about 4-5 feet wide. It crossed a 
small creek with a handy rock right in 
the middle to serve as a stepping stone. 
There was also, over our heads, three 
tree trunks lying more-or-less across 
this small gorge. The kids skipped 
across the tree trunks. I realized from 
the vegetation line around us that in 
the rainy season, this small ravine 
could be many feet deep in rushing 
mountain water. Three tree trunks 
over it then would be, well, scary.
I started to climb the path on the 
other side of the creek. The incline of 
the ravine wasn’t a big deal, maybe 20 
very steep feet. Yet my heart was knocking around in my chest 
like a wild animal trying to get out of a cage. At first I was 
surprised by this and a little embarrassed —  what a pansy I am! 
Jorge said something to me in Spanish as he chuckled at how 
hard I was breathing. And then I realized what he was telling me.
We were in the altiplano - literally the “high lands.” Xetonox is 
5000-6000’ above sea level. It was altitude that was making my 
heart pump so hard. After that, I felt a little better. I also took a 
lot of mini-breaks, as it seemed like a lousy day or place to have a 
heart attack.
Soon enough the path was flat for awhile. Jorge told me the path 
we walked on our journey had been used as a route for the Maya 
for thousands of years. That’s why it was wide enough for people, 
wide enough for an animal pulling a cart, but not wide enough 
for cars or trucks.
The path led between two small casas. We said hi to one family 
working in their backyard. I greeted a bull tied to a small tree. 
The kids giggled at me, this was the reason one would like to 
follow the crazy Norte Americana, she does stuff like say “Buenos 
Dias” to animals. (They giggled every time I said “Hola, Señor 
Spike/” to their dog. Once I heard the adults, talking to each 
other in Kakchiquel, chuckle as one said “Señor Spike” The 
adults apparently think this is funny too.)
We met the main road, crossed it, and started up a steep macadam 
road. This was where I REALLY began to huff and puff.
At the top of this hill we turned off the road onto another foot 
path. This path shot straight up to the trees growing at the crown 
of the mountain. Boy, was it a work-out climbing at what now
m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  a p p r o a c h i n g  a n  a l t i t u d e  o f  6 5 0 0 - 7 0 0 0  f e e t ,  a l o n g  
a  s k i n n y  p a t h  o f  d r y  g o l d e n  d u s t .  M i l p a s  w e r e  t o  m y  r i g h t ,  a  
d r o p - o f f  o f  5 - 1 0  f e e t  w a s  a t  m y  l e f t .
I  a d m i r e d  t h e  k i d s  s c r a m b l i n g  l i k e  l i t t l e  g o a t s  a h e a d  o f  m e .  T h e y  
w o r e  f l i m s y  s a n d a l s ,  b u t  i t  n e v e r  s l o w e d  t h e m  d o w n .  P a t r i c i a ,  
e s p e c i a l l y ,  k e p t  l o o k i n g  a r o u n d  t o  m a k e  s u r e  I  h a d n ’t  t u m b l e d  
o v e r  t h e  e d g e .  I t  t o o k  a w h i l e  t o  s c a l e  t h a t  d u s t y  h e i g h t .  A t  l a s t  
t h e  l a s t  l i t t l e  f o o t p a t h  v e e r e d  t o  t h e  l e f t .  J o r g e  l e d  t h e  k i d s ,  w h o  
l e d  m e .
T h e r e ,  b e f o r e  u s ,  w a s  t h e  M a y a  s t e l e ,  a n  a n t i q u i t y  o f  1 5 0 0  y e a r s .
I t  l o o k s  l i k e  a  h u g e  t o m b s t o n e ,  a  h u n k  o f  l i m e s t o n e  ( I  t h i n k )  s i x  
f e e t  t a l l ,  3 - 4  f e e t  a c r o s s ,  a  f o o t  t h i c k .  C a r v e d  w i t h  h i e r o g l y p h i c s .  
S t a r i n g  o u t  o v e r  t w e n t y  m i l e s  o f  v a l l e y ,  s i l e n t  t e s t i m o n y  t o  m o r e  
t h a n  m o s t  o f  u s  w i l l  e v e r  u n d e r s t a n d .
I  t h i n k  I  s a w  t h e  e y e s  t h a t  w e r e  t h i c k l y  c a r v e d .  T h e r e  w a s  t h e  
s i g n a t u r e  M a y a n  s t y l e ;  t h i c k ,  u n d u l a t i n g ,  s e v e r e ,  m y s t e r i o u s .
S i n c e  a n c i e n t  t i m e s  s o m e o n e  h a s  c e m e n t e d  r o c k s  a r o u n d  t h e  b a s e  
t o  h e l p  k e e p  i t  u p r i g h t .  T h e  p l a c e  i t  s t a n d s  i s  a  f l a t t i s h  
p r o m o n t o r y  a t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  m o u n t a i n .  B e f o r e  a n d  a r o u n d  i t  i s  
a  h u g e ,  f a l l i n g - a w a y  v i e w  o f  t h e  p a t c h w o r k  c o u n t r y s i d e  o f  m i l p a s  
a n d  t i n y  h o u s e s  c l u s t e r e d  h e r e  a n d  t h e r e .
I t  w a s  S u n d a y  a f t e r n o o n .  T w o  e v a n g e l i c a l  c h u r c h e s  w e r e  
b r o a d c a s t i n g  h o u r s  o f  p r e a c h i n g .  T h e  a c o u s t i c s  w e r e  s o  p e r f e c t  
t h a t  a t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h a t  m o u n t a i n  y o u  c o u l d  e a s i l y  h e a r  b o t h  
c h u r c h  s e r v i c e s .  B e f o r e  u s  w a s  i n  a  h u g e  b o w l  o f  t h e  e a r t h ,  
s u r r o u n d e d  b y  r a n g e s  o f  m o u n t a i n s .
J o r g e  p o i n t e d  t o  t w o  o t h e r  m o u n t a i n s  i n  t h e  d i s t a n c e ,  t w o  o t h e r  
p o i n t s ,  h e  t o l d  m e ,  w h e r e  a n c i e n t s  h a d  b u i l t  t w o  o t h e r  c e r e m o n i a l  
s i t e s .  H e  s a i d ,  w h e n  o n e  t a l k s  f r o m  t h e s e  t h r e e  h i g h  s p o t s ,  o n e  
c a n  f i l l  t h e  e n t i r e  v a l l e y .
I n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  s t e l e  w a s  a  s m a l l e r  r o c k .  J o r g e  s a i d  i t  w a s  a  p l a c e  
f o r  s a c r i f i c e .  I ’m  n o t  a r c h e o l o g i s t ,  a n d  w h a t  I  k n o w  a b o u t  M a y a  
r e l i g i o n  i s  m i n i m a l ,  b u t  g o o s e  b u m p s  d a n c e d  a c r o s s  m y  s k i n .  
W h a t e v e r  o r  w h o m e v e r  t h e y  s a c r i f i c e d  u p  o n  t h o s e  t h r e e  
m o u n t a i n s  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  h e a r d  b y  a l l  t h e  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  l o n g ,  
w i d e  v a l l e y  i n  b e t w e e n .  J u s t  a s  t h a t  a f t e r n o o n ,  t h e  c o u n t r y s i d e  
w a s  f i l l e d  w i t h  a  c l a r i o n  c a l l  t o  P e n t e c o s t a l  s a l v a t i o n .  M a y a  f o l k s  
s t i l l  k n o w  h o w  t o  u s e  t h e i r  m o u n t a i n  a c o u s t i c s  t o  a n  e f f e c t  w e  
d o n ’t  m u c h  k n o w .
I  p i c k e d  s o m e  f l o w e r s ,  l a i d  t h e m  o n  t h e  a l t a r .  I  d r a n k  s o m e  o f  m y  
a g u a  p u r a  ( p u r e  w a t e r ) ,  g a v e  t h e  r e s t  t o  t h e  k i d s .  I  d i s c o v e r e d  a  
b a g g i e  o f  p r e t z e l s  a t  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  m y  p a c k ,  h a n d e d  t h a t  t o  t h e  
k i d s ,  t o o .  A f t e r  t h a t  w e  l e f t .  T h e  g o d s ,  o r  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  
h o w e v e r  y o u  w a n t  t o  s a y  t h i s ,  o f f e r e d  m e  a  s t r o n g  d r i e d  c o r n s t a l k  
o n  w h i c h  I  c o u l d  l e a n  m y  w a y  b a c k  d o w n  t h e  d i r t  p a t h  o f  t h e  
m o u n t a i n .
I  d o n ’t  t h i n k  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  t h i s .  N o t  a l w a y s ,  b u t  o f t e n ,  t h e  
“ p o o r e s t ”  p e o p l e  o n  o u r  e a r t h  a r e  a l s o  t h e  m o s t  r o o t e d .  J o r g e  
a n d  V i c e n t a ,  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  a l l  t h e  s c r a m b l i n g  s u r e - f o o t e d  l i t t l e  
c h i l d r e n ,  a r e  M a y a .  I  v i s i t e d  a n  a n t i q u i t y  o f  a  c u l t u r e  I  k n o w  l i t t l e  
a b o u t .  T h e y  t o o k  m e  t o  s e e  w h a t  t h e i r  g r e a t - g r e a t - g r a n d - d a d s  
m a d e .  I  m a r v e l e d  a t  t h e  w a r m ,  d u s t y ,  e x o t i c  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  d a y  
a n d  p l a c e .  T h e y  t o o k  m e  t o  w h a t  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e m .
Y e a r s  a g o  I  v i s i t e d  a  c a r v e d  r u n i c  r o c k  i n  D e n m a r k .  I ’m  S w e d i s h  
e n o u g h  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  c l a i m  a n y t h i n g  a  V i k i n g  d i d ,  a n d  I  f e l t
s o m e t h i n g  v e r y  d e e p ,  r e s p e c t f u l ,  a n d  c u r i o u s  a b o u t  t h a t  r o c k .  I n  
a  w a y  I  b a r e l y  u n d e r s t a n d ,  i t  w a s  m i n e .  F o r  b e t t e r  a n d  f o r  w o r s e ,  
i t  m a r k e d  a  t i m e  a n d  a  p l a c e  t h a t  h a d  o n c e  b e e n  m e .  I t  t o o k  m e  
b a c k  p a s t  s e n t i m e n t a l i t i e s ,  s a i d  b e h i n d  e v e r y t h i n g  y o u  k n o w  a n d  
d o n ’t  k n o w  t h e r e  w e r e  t h e s e  p e o p l e  a n d  t h e y  a r e  i n  y o u  n o w .
W a t c h i n g  P a t r i c i a  a n d  L u i s ,  E v a l i n a  a n d  V i q u i ,  I  c o u l d  o n l y  s a l u t e  
t h e  a m a z i n g ,  f i e r c e ,  a r t i s t i c ,  d e t e r m i n e d  p e o p l e  f r o m  w h o m  t h e y  
d e s c e n d ,  a n d  t h e  f u t u r e  i n t o  w h i c h  t h e y  c l i m b ,  t h e i r  t i n y  f e e t  i n  
d u s t y  s a n d a l s .
I  f e l t  t h a t  m y s t e r y  w h e n  I  s t o o d  o n  t h a t  m o u n t a i n .  T h e r e  i s  m o r e  
i n  u s ,  o f  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s  w h o  b r o u g h t  u s  t o  t h i s  t i m e ,  t h a n  w e  
k n o w .
M A R Y  B E T H  D A N I E L S O N  i s  a  M a y a W o r k s  B o a r d  M e m b e r  a n d  l i v e s  
i n  R a c i n e ,  W i s c o n s i n .  T o  r e a d  m o r e  o f  h e r  w o r k  p l e a s e  s e e  
h t t p : / / m a r y b e t h d a n i e l s o n . c o m . T h e s e  r e f l e c t i o n s  w e r e  e d i t e d  b y  N a o m i  
C z e r w i n s k y j ,  ( P r o d u c t  M a n a g e r )  M a y a W o r k s  a n d  S u s a n a  S . M a r t i n e z .
C o n t a c t  M A R Y  B E T H  D A N I E L S O N :  m b d a n i e l s o n @ t d s . n e t  
C o n t a c t  N A O M I  C Z E R W I N S K Y J :  n a o m i @ m a y a w o r k s . o r g
P H O T O  t a k e n  b y  M a r y  B e t h  D a n i e l s o n .
S E C O N D  P H O T O  t a k e n  b y  S u s a n a  S .  M a r t i n e z .
